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In April, 1983, the Natlonal Commission on Excellence in Education

published Its report A Nation At Risk: The Imperative for Educationa!

Reform. Perhaps no other examination of American education has stim-
ulated such an Immediate and uidespread response from both the public

and the academic community. Responding to perceptions, as well as
statistical evidence of the decline {n the quality of America's education,
and Its product, the students, the report struck a chord as much by the
way [T was written and presented as by the Import of its cbnfanfs. In
forceful, stirring, and eminently quotable text the report Issued a
warning and a call to nationwide action by both the publlc and the ed-
ucation coomunity. The authors' summarized the Imperative for reform

i

with:

:J1f

- It Is thelr America, and the America of all of us,
that Is at risk; It Is to each of us that this Im-
perative Is addressed. It Is by our willingness

i ] to take up the challenge, and our resolve to see
1t through, that America's place in the worid will

, be either secured or forfeited. Americans have suc-
| ceeded before and so we shall agaln.'

N Who can object to the facts exposed in the report anq this drametic

f call to action? Politicians, school administrators, teachers, and publiic

[ Interest groups responded swiftly and with overwheiming approval to the .
work of the Commission. State governments, both executive and legisiative
bodies, reacted to the report by instituting a variety of reforms lhfended
to upgrade public educatlon, such as In the 1984 Texas Education Reform
Bill (HB 72), with Its sweeping changes, from teacher pay ‘to currlculg..
Local schos! districts, following the nationai and.sfafe examples have

and are Instituting thelr own Individual responses to A Nation At Risk,
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}i v | ~whHe fpg public vigorously applauds all of these efforts. What
"right~thinking" American would gainsay these reforms and the spirit
which animates them?

We too are heartened by fﬁe sudden, and parenthetically unex-
pectea and long overdue, concern for the quallty of America's ed-
ucation and students. We too commend the actlons resulting from IA-
creased awareness of the condltion of public education and the con-
sequences Inherent to the natlion In continuation of the prevlohs

course. As The Nation At Risk Is oft-quoted warning, while at the

same time Indicting,

I1f an unfriendly forelign power had attempted
to Impose on America the medliocre educational
performance that exlsts today, we might well

_ . have viewed It as an act of war. As It stands,

- we have allowed this to happen to ourselves.
We have even squandered the gains In student

t achievement made In.the wake of the Sputnik

challenge. Moreover, we have dismantied es-
sentlal support systems which helped make those
galns possible., We have, In effect, been com-
mitting an act of unﬁhlnklng, unilateral educa-
tional disarmament.

R

we too must stand with the Report's mandate for educatlional! reform.

But, as humanists and social scientlists concerned with the human
values of our nation and the future of the humanistic and soclal sclence
studies we are shocked by the glarln§ gaps In recommendations for human-
Ities and soclal science emphasis. Dare we call It the "human gap?”

Thus far, The Nation At Risk has ellcited nothing but approval from

the nation's educators at large. Those In the soclal sciences and human-
1tles have been gratiflied that at least the nation Is taking cognizance

of tha desperate state Into which educatlon has fallen, and proceeding
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on the assumption that anything added to education will move education
as a whole forward. But, humanists beware! A close reading of A Nation
At Risk, and the statements of publlic officials does not bear out the
perception of a natlonal concern for education as a whole. indeed,
human studies are not an imperative In fhe.Cummlsslon's report and
priorities. |

While judging America and American education from historical,
sociological, political, geographic, and economic viewpoints, the re-
port diverts from the full range of aéaqemlc dlsclpllnés to follow the
sctenflf!c-¥;chnologlcal road to success. Throughout the report, a

certain lrony Is apparent In that the suthors of A Nation At Risk dis-

play a conceptual framework of educaflon as a preparation for the

4\\ ‘

world of work alone. A substantlial danger exists In that the irony

and Its Implications are belng swept aside by the enfhuslgsm of
‘reform. Unment foned In the Report’s Mindicators of Risk"  » the
values and ldeas necessary for the mainfenance of a humane and demo-
cratic soclety. |

Measurements which might also have been Included In the "in-

dicators of Risk" include: the Increasing voter apathy, due to the lack
of understanding of the Importance of politics In the iife and prosper-
Ity ;f nations and individuals; the narcissistic mood of the nation's
youth, apparent to parents and teacher alike; the Incapacity to make
use of Increasing amounts of leisure time, without resorting to tech-
nological support systems,found In mass media entertainment; the

Inabll ity of Increasing numbers of supposed!y educated individuals to
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distinguish reallty from expectations, attested by employers as well as
educators; the trap of present-mindedness, which locks today's students
Into a worid without past or future, devoid of the traditions and ex-
perience that transmit values and knowledge, as regularly reported by
parents and historians allke. In sum, these too are measurements of
the health of a society, and thus these too are measurements of America's
future prospects.
How has this "human gap" arisen? Why are the humanities and soclal
. sclences saelectively excluded from the concerns stressed in the report?
It may be that some answers can be suggested by examination of the In-
dividuals responsible for the report.

On August 5, 1981, Secretary of Educatlion Terrel Bell signed the .

e

authorization establishing the Nat{onal Commission on Excellence in ’

4

 Educatlon. Secretary Bell, with degrees in science and educatlion, ap-
pointed eighteen members to the Commission. Of the eighteen, seven
members have undergraduate or graduate degrees In elther business or
education. Seven members are degreed In sciences and mathematics.
Two Individuals hold degrees In English, while the remaining two come
trom political science and |iterature. This body of Individuals was
charged with the following responsibliiities.

" 1. To review and synthesize the data and scholarly |lterature
on the quality of learning and teaching in the nation's
schools, colleges, and universities, both public and private,
with special concern for the educational experisnce of
teen-age youth; :

2. To examine and fo<compare and rast the curricula, standards,
and expactatlions of the educatliond) systems of several adyanced
countries with those of the United States;

3. To study s representative samp!ing of unlversity and collage
admisslon standards and lower division course requirements with
particular reference to the Impact upon the enhancement of quality

.~ and the promotion of excellence such standards may have on high
Q ) | 4
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schoo!l curricula and on expected Ievels of high school
academlc achievement; . 3

4. To review and to descrlbe-educaflonal‘prngrans that are
recognized as preparing students who consistently attain
higher than average scores in college entrance examinations
and who meet with uncommon success the demands placed on
them by the natlon's colleges and unlversities;

5. To review the major changes that have occurred In American
education as well as events In soclety during the past
quarter century that have significantly affected educational
achievement;

6. To hold hearings and to recelve testimony and expert advice
on efforts that could and should be taken to foster higher
levels of quality and academic excellence In the pation's
schoois, colleges, and unlversities;

7. To do all other things needed to define the problems of
and the dbarriers to attalning greater levels of excellence
In American education; and
8. To report and fo make practical recommendatlons for actlon
- to be taken by educators, public officlals, governing boards,
parents, and others having a vital Interest In Amerlican ed-
ucation and a capacity to Influence It for the better.

Mhile there are those that might want to change or expand the
‘phrasing of one or the other purposes and functions mandated by the
Charter, there Is little quarre! with the overall statement of the goals.
Did the Commisslon In fact carry out [ts mandate? Contrast Its mendate
with the Coomission'’s statment of"the specific problems on which we
were seeking Information(e.g., the transition from secondary to post-

‘secondary education,

What Is certaln Is that the Commisslion did capture the attention

of a natlon strangled In the arms of complacency, and for this they are
Justly applauded. But, clearly the Commission changed the Secretary's
mandate, and sought Information that reflected the dom!nanf.axperflsa
on the Commisslon, |

-
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Both socIaI sc!enfls?s and humanists must question the val!dify

and breadth cf the resulting rapor?. Given the evident- and signi~

flcant gaps In relation to humanistic and soclal sclence education, [t

Is not unreasonable to look closely at the comm]sslon members and

thelr work. Only four of the panel's elghteen members caA be sald N
+ * In any sense to represent the soc?%l scionces and humanitles. Of

the four, one attended only a single meeting, which apparently was

simply a public relations event. And then there, wers three. The

three, while dedicated Individuals, were not only.overwhe!ulngly

outnumbered, but also could not muster fho’aufhorlfaflve credentlals V.

to counter the forces that were In control of the Commission. o

\
_ A source close to the Board stated that three powarful members \
| ‘ i

He

took charge of the report, including Its direction and content. The ’
final version, persented to the public, was The pnoducf df yet another oy
member who's task It was to draft the approved contents Into its }
dramatic and penetrating form. Without exceptlion, the three respon-
sible tor the substance of the report are among the most highly re-
spected scientiflc minds in the nation. Plity the three well-intention~
ed, lonely, Indlviduals who marched 1o a different drummer. Two did
make an attempt to Influence the direction of th report to Include
humani+les and soclal sclences, but their mark Is found.only in the.
statements that "(students) should know our Iiterary heritage and .
how It enhances Imaglnation and ethical understanding, and how It

) relates to customs, ldeas, and values of today's Ilfe and culture.",

: and "the teaching of soclal studles In high school should be de-
signed to enable students to fix thelr places and possibllitles within
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the larger soclal and cultural §fmcfure...."6
* The extent of the failure of the repnrt to emphasize equally
the importance of total education for the Individual and society Is
apparent and calculated. Business, sclence, and technologlical In-
teresi's dominated both the process and product of the Commission.

it Is Ir.deod awqule# crisis that Is upon a!i concerned for the
soclal sciences and humanitlies. Between weli-intentloned and much
awaited reform spirit and the complexity of tactical devices for
Increasing performance, the sense of education as a means by which
to éhoose the better and reject the worse finds no place, What Is
the risk to Iife itself, 1f directlves are focused upori other, deemed

more Important, values which succeed In annihliation of the purpose of

man's existence ---a clvil soclety? , -,

Already facing a waning of student Interest In Iiberal learning,

.avident In a recent report which shows that all Institutions, two-year and

four-year col leges and unlversities, surveyed.found students expressing
a 35.8 percent decresse In student att|tude and behavior toward iib-
;ra! learning, with a 15.3 to 26.3:,percenf decrease..In Interest In
public affalrs and political activism respecflvwly.7'Hou can teachers
of literature, political sclence, history, ph!losoph&, languages, art
and music expect to survive, much 'ess grow?

Students, Increasing thelr career Interests by 68.2 percenf,a
ses |1ttle useful purpose o the humanities and social sclence com-

ponents of education, even before changes recommended in A Natlion

At Risk,

MW“‘W,% AR R L T Y T T S W AR T S DU T o Y SRS WL Rt MR ST MR W g mr
L s K :

B s



o

7

&

- H

*

L oo ww;t&,ﬂkik SR RS ES TGS T RTINS SRR Rl 4 T B i ) e R Pl A e ";r“t:‘&&&,.w&‘_‘é
AL - N oo
oo . : .

¢ -
v

Powerful forces, to which we can add The Nation At Risk report,

are driving the entire world onward Into & technologlical tuture.

In defense of the Commission, recommendations do Include English,
and soclal studlies components In the high school. In addition to these,
which are conslidered part of the New Basics, foreign language, fine
and performing arts and vocationa! education are glven auxi!iary
status. And, while the Commission observes "These areas compl iment
the New Basics, and they should demand the same level of.perfomnce
as the BaSlcs."gfha thrust of the report Is not directed towards
soclal sclence and huuq\nlﬂes conéerns.

industrial oompafﬁﬂon with Japan and other natlons Is the stim-
ulus and driving force behind the report, which Is well expressed in
the report's statement that ="

Desplte the obstacles and difficuities that I[nhibit
the pursult of superior educational attainment, we
are confident, with history as our guide, that we

can meet our goal. The American educational system
has responded to previous challenges with remarkable
success. In the 19fh century our land-grant coileges
and universities provided the research and training
that developed our Natlon's natural resources and the
rich agricultural bounty of the American farm. From
the late 1800s through mid-20th century, Amerlcan
schools provided the educated workforce nesded to

seal the succaess of the Industrlial Revolutlion and to .
provide the margin of victory In two worid wars. In
th¢ early part of this century snd continuing to this
very day, our schools have absorbed vast waves of
Immigrants and educated them snd thelr children to
productive citizenship., Similariy, the Nation's Black
colleges have provided opportunity and undergraduate
education to the vast majority of col lege-educated
Black _Americans, -

More recently,our Institutions of higher educa- :
tion have provided the sclentists and skilled tech-
niclans who helped us transcend the boundaries of our
planst. In the last 30 years, the schools have been
a major vehlcle for expanding soclal opportunity, and
now graduate 75 percent of our young peopie from high
school. Indeed, the proportion of Americans of col-

s 10
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lege age enrolled In higher education Is nearly
twice that of Japan snd far exceeds other nations
such as fFrance, Wast Germany, and the Soviet

Unlon. Moreover, when international comparisons
were last made a decade ago, the top 9 percent

of Amerlican students compared favorably In achleve-
ment with thelr peers In other countrles.

In addition, many large urban areas In recent
years report that average student achlevement In
elementary schools Is Improving. More und more
schools are aiso offering advanced p!< ement pro-

- grams and programs for glfted and talented stu-
dents, and more and more students are enrolling
in them. .

We are the Inheritors of a past that glves io

us every reason to haileve that we will succeed.

No where In thls powerfully worded statement by the Commisslion
Is there expressed a concern for what has been called the moral ab-
dication of the people, In which ™...many students are plain In-

different to moral questlions beyond the Immediate and personal, or

fﬂ\f

- It they dc consider tha questlions, they are convinced that they are '
powerless to effect cbange."f'lndeed, the report's authors' use
"history anly fo demonstrate that previously the educational Insti-
tutlon was a success In America because It crested the human resources
necessary 1o compete and triumph In world commerce.
{f‘ls wlthout question fhaf survival Is better than its opposite,
" but all humanists find 1t thelr duty to question the value of the life i
which Is lived with only, survival as Its goal. '

Reform of a Reform

Todéy at least thirty-flve stete governments elther have or are
In the process of revising thelr Instructional programs In !ight of

The Natlon At Risk report. Agaln, while the reform is necessary and

. long overdue, It appears that the reform movement itself Is .already "
in need of reform.
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‘Glven the Imbalance of the Naf!onal Commisslion on Excel lence "
in Education, we propose the following remedies.
. A Second Presidential Commission, thus carrying a sim-
Ilar walght as the First, to Include a b;Ianced re- .
presentation of the disciplines and expertise to be im-
/ paneled for the purpose of delineating narional ed- : ““
\ ucational needs. ) |
2. Mandate that the new Commisslion will seek Information
‘ about exemplary programs beyond fhé prior Commisslion's
foéﬁs, which concentrated cn a narrow band of dis-
ciplines In education.
3. Humanists and soclal scientists must become self-con-
sclously engaged In dellberate promotion and pursuit of -
thelr dlgclpllnes' Interest, thus reversing the passive
roles assoclated with these disclpllnas. ‘ -
4. That Institutions,such ‘as the Community College Humanittes
Assoclatlion (CCHA), undertake vigorous and determined ef-
forts to eduﬁafe the American populacQ to the values In~
herent In humanities and soclal sclences, recognizing that -
the aloofness sought and culffvafed by those In our dis~ ‘
ciplines Is bought at the cost of retreat from reality -
In which the world Is dominated by technocrats who may s
one day see no need at all for history, phllosophy, lit-
erature, etc. ‘
5. That reglonal meetings, Bo@rds of humanities and soclal
sclance organtzaf!ons,'fake actlon, Including exprassion

of concerns to appropriate Institutions and Individuals

-
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- ' ° that are éépab!e of bringing the matter to the Executlve

Oftfice, so that new work on educational reform may begin.

In conclusion, our efforts are not Intended to undercut the
good that has aiready begun. Instead, we too seek reform, but we
ask that the reform preserve a socliety with those qualities of human

l1fe that can‘onl} be taught through the study of man---not man's

machines.

J\!
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